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Education and earnings interact in 
complex and often unexpected ways — 
but there are rules to the game. 

The College Payoff, a new paper from 
the Georgetown University Center on 
Education and the Workforce, uses 
in-depth data analysis to identify, 
illuminate and elucidate those rules. 

This executive summary provides a 
glimpse of the education and earnings 
game, and cracks open the rule book 
for examination. 





The Rule Book 



Rule No.1: 

Degree Level Matters. 

But 

Rule No.2: 

Occupational choice can trump degree level. 
People with less education in high-paying 
occupations can out-earn people with more 
education in less remunerative occupations. 

But 

Rule No.3: 

While occupation can sometimes trump 
education, degree level still matters most 
within individual occupations. 

But 

Rule No.4: 

Race/ethnicity and gender are wild cards 
that matter more than education or occupation 
in determining earnings. 

For further detail on these rules, read on. 
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Rule No.1 I Degree Level Matters. On average, people with more education 
make more than those with less. 

Obtaining a postsecondary credential is almost always worth it, as evidenced by higher earnings over a 
lifetime. The higher the level of educational attainment, the higher the payoff. What’s more, the gap is 
widening. In 2002, a Bachelor’s degree- holder could expect to earn 75 percent more over a lifetime 
than someone with only a high school diploma. Today, that premium is 84 percent. 

On average: 

• A high school dropout can expect to earn $973,000 over a lifetime. 

• Someone with a high school diploma can expect to earn $1.3 million over a lifetime. 

• A worker with some college but no degree earns $1.5 million over a lifetime. 

• An Associate’s degree-holder earns $1.7 million over a lifetime. 

• A worker with a Bachelor’s degree will earn $2.3 million over a lifetime. 

Graduate degrees confer even higher earnings: 

• A Master’s degree-holder earns $2.7 million over a lifetime. 

• A Doctoral degree-holder earns $3.3 million over a lifetime. 

• A Professional degree-holder earns $3.6 million over a lifetime. 



Figure 1: Lifetime Earnings by Educational Attainment. 
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Rule No.2 Occupations can trump degree levels. People with less education can sometimes 
out-earn people with more, principally because of occupational differences. 

There are significant earnings variations between different levels of educational attainment. 

• 31% of high school dropouts earn more than the median earnings of workers with high school diplomas. 

• 37% of those with a high school diploma make more than the median earnings of workers with 
some college/no degree. 

• 42% of people with some college/no degree earn more than the median earnings of workers with an 
Associate’s degree. 

• 28% of people with an Associates degree make more than the median of workers with a Bachelor’s degree. 

• 40% of people with a Bachelor’s degree earn more than the median of workers with a Master’s degree. 

• 36% of people with a Master’s degree make more than the median of workers with a Doctoral degree. 

• 37% of people with a Doctoral degree make more than the median of workers with a Professional degree. 

These figures reflect a critical aspect of the education and earnings game: the actual job that someone does — 
the work they perform — has a significant effect on earnings. Today, careers follow occupational paths. These 
occupations — engineering or accounting for example — can be found in any number of industries (you can be 
an accountant for a bakery or for an airplane manufacturer). As a result, today’s workers are more attached to 
the occupations they fill than to the industries in which they work. 

Earnings today, then, are driven by a combination of educational attainment and occupation. Some 
occupational clusters pay better than others — for example, the STEM occupations earn much more than 
teachers, regardless of educational attainment. In fact, an engineer with some college/no degree or a 
postsecondary certificate can earn more than a teacher with a Bachelor’s degree. 

Figure 2: There are many people who make more than their more highly-educated counterparts. 
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How to read this chart: Taking the less than high school column and reading down, it shows that 1 .3% of people 
with less than a high school education make the same amount or more as the median earnings of someone with a 
Professional degree. 2.3% of people with less than high school make the same amount or more as the median for 
someone with a Doctoral degree, 4.6% of people with less than a high school education make the same amount 
or more than someone with a Master’s degree, and so on. 
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Earnings Overlap 

In a surprising number of cases, people with less educational 
attainment earn more than those with more. This graphic 
represents just how much earnings overlap there is, relative 
to workers with a Bachelor’s degree. 
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How to read this chart: This graphic shows the amount of earnings overlap based on 
educational attainment. The red dotted line represents the median earnings of Bachelor’s 
degree-holders. The size of the each circle represents the number of people with each 
credential, and the amount that the circle is crossing the line represents the percentage 
of people with each credential that earn more than the median earnings for Bachelor’s 
degree-holders. Therefore, about 7 percent of the less than high school circle is crossing 
the line, meaning that about 7 percent of people with less than a high school diploma 
earn more than the median for Bachelor’s degree-holders. 
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Rule No.3 While occupation can sometimes trump education, degree level still 
matters most within individual occupations 1 . 

Within an occupation, workers with higher educational attainment almost always make more than those with 
less, rewarding employees who continue their studies, even when they keep the same job. For example, accoun- 
tants and auditors with a high school diploma make $1.5 million over a lifetime, compared with $1.7 million 
for accountants and auditors with some college, $2.4 million for accountants and auditors with a Bachelor’s 
degree, and $3 million for accountants and auditors with a graduate degree. The same pattern generally holds 
within all occupations. 

At the highest end of the education and earnings scale, the picture gets fuzzier, though. In some occupations, 
such as STEM, Doctoral degree-holders earn more than their Professional degree-holding counterparts. In 
others, notably Flealthcare, where Professional degree-holders are doctors and dentists, those with Professional 
degrees make more than their Doctoral degree counterparts. 



Figure 3: Lifetime earnings by education and occupation, 2009 dollars. 
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1 Undergraduate major, because of its linkages to occupations, also matters. See Carnevale, Anthony, Jeff Strohl, and Michelle Melton. 

“What’s it Worth?: The Economic Value of College Majors.” Washington, DC: Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce, 201 1 . 
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Rule No.4 Race/ethnicity and gender are wild cards that can trump everything 
else in determining earnings. 

Women earn less than men, even when they work the same number of hours — a gap that persists across all levels 
of educational attainment. In fact, women with a Bachelors degree earn about as much as men with some college 
education but no degree. On average, to earn as much as men with a Bachelors degree, women must obtain a 
Doctoral degree. 

Similar gaps also exist by race and ethnicity. African-Americans and Latinos earn less than their White counter- 
parts, even among the most highly-educated workers. African-Americans and Latinos with Master’s degrees don’t 
exceed the median lifetime earnings of Whites with Bachelor’s degrees. However, at the graduate degree level, 
Asians make more than all other races/ethnicities, including Whites. 



Figure 4: Women make less than men at every level of educational attainment. 
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Figure 5: African-Americans and Latinos lag behind Whites and Asians at all levels of educational attainment. 
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Keeping these rules in mind will help readers as they delve deeper into The College Payoff, and start to make 
sense of the game of education and earnings that plays such a pivotal role in the U.S. economy — and the lives 
of American workers. 



Top Five Earning Occupations by Educational Attainment The best-paying occupations for those with less 
than a high school diploma are in construction, while managerial positions pay off the most for people at every 
level of educational attainment. Physicians earn the most over a lifetime — nearly $6 million. 



Figure 6: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with Less than a High School Diploma 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 7: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with a High School Diploma 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 8: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with Some College/No Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 9: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with an Associate’s Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 10: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with a Bachelor’s Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 11: Top Five-earning Occupations for People with a Graduate Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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'Master’s Degrees, Professional Degrees and Doctoral Degrees 



Bottom Five Earning Occupations by Educational Attainment At the high school or below level, the 
lowest-earning occupations are in food and personal services. At all levels of educational attainment, however, 
those who make a career out of helping others earn very little financial reward. 



Figure 12: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with Less than a High School Diploma 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Maids and Housekeeping Cleaners 
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Figure 13: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with a High School Diploma 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 14: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with Some College/No Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 15: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with an Associate’s Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 16: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with a Bachelor’s Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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Figure 17: Bottom Five-earning Occupations for People with a Graduate Degree 

Lifetime earnings in 2009 dollars 
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